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     The teaching of poetry to beginning level EFL students is 
an area that is absent from many of the classes taught by native 
English speaking EFL instructors in Japan. Often native English 
speaking instructors are asked by universities to teach only 
communication classes while poetry, literature, history, and 
other English classes are taught by native Japanese speaking 
English teachers. Basically, the belief is that the material is 
too difficult for beginning-level students to process in the 
target language. Often mid-level students are included in this 
category of being too deficient in English language ability to 
work on poems, literature, and other materials covered in 
content based classes in the target language. However, this 
certainly does not have to be the case. Poetry, literature, and 
history, when taught to beginning-level students, can be a 
rewarding and enlightening experience for student and teacher 
alike. Moreover, the sense of achievement that both the 
instructor and the students receive from performing such tasks 
often boosts the motivation of all involved. 
      There are many benefits of introducing English language 
poetry into an EFL classroom. Poetry introduces the students to 
a part of the culture of the language they are studying, a part 
that they may have few opportunities, if any, to experience in 
the target language. It also gives them a higher forum in which 
to use and practice the language skills they are learning. I 
say a higher forum because poetry is often considered to be an 
elevated, as well as elusive, form of communication. Many of my 
Japanese students say they cannot understand Basho, just as many 
                                 —55—
students in native English speaking countries say that they 
cannot understand Ginsberg, never mind Shakespeare . However, 
this does not mean we should not attempt to help them understand 
poetry. The very least English Language students can get from 
studying poetry is some new vocabulary, some practice inferring 
meaning from context, and some exposure to a piece of art from 
the target language. The most that a student can gain is 
immeasurable, for it can range from a sense of achievement to 
inspiration. To quote from Understanding Poetry by Cleanth 
Brooks and Robert Penn Warren:
      Poetry is a kind of 'saying.' It is, however, a kind that 
many people, until they become well acquainted with it , feel is 
rather peculiar and even  useless ...Yet poetry has existed from 
the time of the emergence of the human race from shadowy 
prehistory and has survived, in one form or another, in every 
society since that  time...Poetry, then , is a response to, and an 
evaluation of, our experience of the objective, bustling world 
and of our ideas about it. Poetry is concerned with the world 
as responded to sensorially, emotionally, and intellectually . 
But--and this fact constitutes another significant 
characteristic of poetry that cannot be overemphasized--this 
response always involves all three of these elements: a 
massive, total response--what we have called earlier the 
multidimensional quality of experience . As Coleridge put it, 
poetry 'in ideal perfection, brings the whole soul into 
 activity'(1-9).
      I am not going to argue the points of why I believe poetry 
should be used in EFL classes. My aim is to explain how I 
taught Leda and the Swan by  W.B . Yeats to beginning-level 
English language students; to show how I presented the poem to 
my students, and to describe what I had them do with it . 
Hopefully, this paper will stimulate and encourage other native 
English speaking EFL instructors to introduce literature
, 




      The most important step of an instructor's preparation for 
teaching a poem is quite obviously choosing a poem that will be 
accessible to the students. The teacher needs to consider 
vocabulary, length, and content. The teacher should also 
realistically consider what value studying the poem will have in 
the minds of the students. If the students feel that the reason 
the poem they are reading was chosen was solely that it was one 
of their  teacher's favourites, they may lack motivation. Of 
course, teachers should be fond of the subject matter they 
teach; however, by simply choosing a poem because it is one of 
your favourites, you may find that the lesson is unsuccessful. 
I am quite fond of Lord Byron's Lines Inscribed Upon a Cup 
Formed from a Skull; nevertheless, I would consider it 
inappropriate for my beginning-level freshmen at Asia 
University. 
      When deciding on a poem, the vocabulary used in the poem 
should be considered just as much as the content of the poem. 
Moreover, the vocabulary of the poem must be analyzed by the 
instructor in two separate ways. The first is obvious, that the 
students will be familiar with many of the words. The second is 
perhaps just as important: that the words that the students are 
unfamiliar with are such that either the students can infer the 
meanings, or that the teacher can guide them to inferring the 
meanings. The students should not have to scour their 
dictionaries while working on the poem. The students need to 
have enough prior knowledge of the vocabulary in the poem to 
infer the meanings of words that they do not know; working on 
this skill is one of the main points of this exercise. 
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      The length of the poem can become a stumbling block if too 
long, yet the poem needs to be long enough to allow the teacher 
to not  only model what the students have to do but also give 
them enough practice doing the assignment so that at the end of 
the exercise, the students are reading the poem and getting 
meaning without too much help from the teacher. 
      The subject of the poem should be one that is somewhat 
familiar to the class. It could be related to a topic that was 
or is being covered in the class, or the poem could be related 
to a current event that most of the students have knowledge of . 
The important point is that the students are able to relate the 
ideas expressed in the poem to a topic that they can discuss in 
English. Of course, teachers can also develop schema in their 
introduction to the poem so that the students will have some 
sense of being on familiar ground while still having the feeling 
of entering the unknown. 
Working With the Students 
      I started the class by putting the students into groups. 
Of course, the students could be asked to do this assignment 
individually or with a partner if the instructor prefers; 
however, I feel that having the students work in groups helps to 
facilitate the inferring process. Moreover, at the end of the 
assignment, I wanted the students to work in groups to discuss 
the poem. Therefore, by having them work in groups on the whole 
of the poem, a bond could be formed between them since they 
shared their ideas throughout the whole process. 
      Next, I wrote the name Seamus Heaney on the blackboard . I 
asked them if they knew him. No one did. I then wrote Nobel 
Prize on the blackboard and asked the students if they knew what 
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that meant; they did. I then told them that Mr. Heaney had 
recently won the 1995 Nobel Prize for Literature, and that he 
was from Ireland. I asked them if they knew what literature 
meant. Some of them did as it had been a vocabulary word in 
their textbook. I asked one of the students who knew what 
literature meant to tell the class how to say literature in 
Japanese. When I asked them who had won the Nobel Prize for 
Literature for 1994, many students responded Kenzaburo Oe. 
Next, I wrote the name William Butler Yeats on the blackboard. 
I asked the students if they knew who he was; they did not. I 
told them that he was famous and asked them to guess why he was 
famous. One of the students correctly asked if he had won the 
Nobel Prize for Literature. I responded that yes, he had won 
the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1923, and informed them that 
he was also an Irish poet. I wrote the dates of his birth and 
death on the blackboard. He was born on June 13, 1865, and died 
on January 28, 1939. 
      I then told the students that we would be working on a poem 
by William Butler Yeats and proceeded to give each student a 
copy of the poem and told them to copy the information from the 
blackboard into their notebooks. I then asked the students to 
take out their dictionaries, but I told them that they could 
only use their dictionaries if I gave them permission. I told 
them that I expected them to not know the meanings of many of 
the words. I explained that one of the aims of this lesson was 
to have them practice guessing the meanings of words based on 
the context of what they were reading. 
      We then turned our attention to the name of the poem. I 
wrote Leda and the Swan on the black board (See Appendix  A). I 
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asked the students if they knew what "Leda" meant and they 
responded that they did not. I did not tell them that it was a 
name. Instead I wrote Junko and the Swan on the blackboard . I 
told the students that this title for the poem would be okay . I 
then replaced "Leda" with the names of two other females in the 
class and told the students that all of these would be fine . I 
then wrote the title again, replacing "Leda" with one of the 
male student's names and announced that this would not be 
suitable for this poem. When I repeated the question
, what is 
"Leda?" the students respond
ed in unison, "A woman's name." 
      Our attention then focused on the word "Swan ." No one knew 
this word, so I asked them if they knew Donald Duck . Everyone 
did. I drew a rather lame picture of a duck on the board and 
next to it attempted to illustrate a swan . The students found 
this to be quite amusing, yet someone quickly said , "hakucho." 
I feigned ignorance of this Japanese word and asked one of the 
students to check in their dictionary to see if this were the 
correct translation. They looked-up the word and found that it 
was correct. "Now," I announced to the class, "we know that the 
poem is about a woman called  'Leda' and a  'Swan,' a hakucho." 
This method of explaining the title of the poem may seem a bit 
laborious on paper; however, it does not take much class time at 
all. Moreover, as it is somewhat puzzle-like , the  students' 
interest in the lesson generally remains quite high . It is also 
an excellent communicative practice for them . 
      I then explained the word, "stanza ," by comparing it to a 
paragraph. I asked them how many stanzas the poem contained and 
they responded correctly: four . Next, I reviewed punctuation 
and told the students to look at the beginning of the poem . I 
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explained that, as with the paragraphs and essays we had 
previously read, a reader must follow the punctuation or run the 
risk of not comprehending the meaning of what they were reading. 
I explained that this was especially true with poetry. I wrote 
the first stanza on the board and explained how to read the 
punctuation. I told them that they should not read the poem 
line by line but rather phrase by phrase. I then asked them to 
look at the first phrase and to see if they could get any 
meaning. At this point the instructor can go around to each 
group to check on progress and give assistance. I would also 
suggest that the teacher work closely with each group during 
this first phrase to help the students understand better what 
they are supposed to do with the rest of the poem. 
      I explained to the students that a poem is like a  mystery--
each phrase in and of itself may not be clear, but when looked 
at as a whole, a meaning would arise. Many students asked the 
meaning of the word, "sudden," so I used an analogy of a typhoon 
and an earthquake: earthquakes are sudden, unexpected, a 
surprise; typhoons are broadcast on the news days before they 
arrive. They are not a surprise; people can prepare. 
      After giving the students what I gauged was ample time, I 
asked them what they thought the first line meant. Every group 
responded with an answer related to wind, and one example was a 
tornado. I wrote the examples on the board and told the 
students that they were excellent answers. Then I asked them if 
there were any other possibilities. They could not come up with 
any; however, I told them that other possibilities did exist. I 
knew that the students were interpreting "blow" to be as in the 
wind, so I asked them what blow meant. The class responded by 
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blowing air  out of their mouths. I wrote "to blow" on the 
blackboard and next to it wrote "verb." Then I wrote "noun" on 
the blackboard and next to that "a blow." A few students made 
motions for their dictionaries, but I stopped them. I explained 
again the idea of a poem as a mystery and told the students to 
look at the rest of the lines in the stanza . I instructed them 
to work within their groups and that while they were doing so I 
would visit each group, to not use a dictionary, and to ask me 
any questions they might have. I left "to  blow--verb/ a  blow--
noun" on the board and said maybe they could find other meanings 
for the first phrase based on the rest of the stanza . 
      Every group asked me the same two vocabulary words from the 
second phrase of the poem: "beating" and "staggering." I asked 
them what wings do, and a few students made flapping motions 
with their arms. I responded "Yes, correct ," and they 
responded, "ahh." We then turned our attention to "staggering ," 
and I gave them the following example: "Kenichiro goes to an 
izakaiya and drinks ten beers. On his way home , how does he 
walk?" I asked Kenichiro to show us how he would walk if he 
drank ten beers, and he stood up and staggered across the floor . 
I told them that this was "staggering" and the students 
responded "ahh" while nodding their heads. I asked them in what 
other situations people stagger. One response was when people 
were sleepy, and another student said a boxer . Finally, I drove 
my right fist into my left palm and told the students that was 
"a blow ." It was easy to understand from the students responses 
that things were starting to click in their minds. 
      I next asked each group to make a brief paraphrase of the 
first two phrases. The consensus was that a giant swan flew 
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down and hit the girl, dazing her and then landed beside her. 
The students seemed unsure of this paraphrase and indicated that 
they thought it was strange. I told them that yes, it was 
strange, but that they were absolutely correct in their 
conclusion. 
     Now that we had analyzed the first two phrases, I 
instructed the students to utilize the same method to analyze 
the rest of the stanza. I, of course, visited each group 
repeatedly to assist them. Five minutes before the end of the 
period, we, as a class, paraphrased what was happening in the 
first stanza. I wrote this on the board and had the students 
copy it into their notebooks. 
     This is where the class period ended. I instructed the 
students that their homework was to bring the poem and their 
notes to the following class, at which time we would utilize the 
above process to finish the poem. 
      I started the second class by having each group tell me one 
part of the paraphrase of the first stanza that we devised 
during the previous class. During the second class we were able 
to paraphrase the rest of the poem. While we were working on 
the second day, one of the groups asked me what "Agamemnon" 
meant. This was the one word that I allowed them to look up in 
their dictionaries. Prior to teaching this poem, I made sure 
that Agamemnon was in my English/Japanese dictionary. I made 
sure to bring this to class just in case it was not in their 
dictionaries. When the students understood who Agamemnon was, I 
asked them who the most powerful of the Greek gods was. They 
responded, "Zeus." I asked them who they thought the "Swan" 
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really was, and one student quickly responded: "Of course , 
 Zeus." 
      Now that the whole class understood what was happening in 
the poem, I asked them, while still working in groups , to draw a 
relationship between this poem and the reading we had just 
finished in the text: Problems of Working Women in Japan . All 
the groups came up with the same general conclusion: women have 
been usurped by men throughout time, Zeus was a symbol of male-
dominated society, and "Leda" was a symbol of womanhood . I 
concluded the class by explaining to them that I agreed with 
their interpretation, but that they should remember that quite 
often people interpret poems in different ways , and that this 
was only one interpretation of this poem . 
Results 
      What was achieved by teaching a poem to my beginning-level 
Freshman English students at Asia University? At the very 
least, the students reviewed punctuation and paraphrasing . They 
learned some new vocabulary and had practice with reading , 
listening, and speaking. Moreover , they improved their 
abilities to infer the meanings of words based on context , to 
seek relationships between two different readings, and to draw 
conclusions based upon those two different readings . The most 
important thing gained, however, was probably the sense of 
achievement that the students obtained , a feeling that led to 
increased confidence in their English abilities . In addition, 
they all seemed to enjoy trying to solve the riddle of the poem
, 
and I thoroughly enjoyed helping them . However, perhaps the 
best measure of the merit of teaching Yeats' poem can be summed 
up in the words of one of my students , This is a person who was 
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for most of the year devoid of any motivation 
While I was working with this student's group, 
turned to the person sitting next to them and 
na." The translation: "Interesting, huh."
to study English 




                         LEDA AND THE SWAN 
                                 By W.B. Yeats
           A sudden blow: the great wings beating still 
          Above the staggering girl, her thighs caressed
          By the dark webs, her nape caught in his bill , 
           He holds her helpless breast upon his breast. 
             How can those terrified vague fingers push
          The feathered glory from her loosening thighs?
            And how can body, laid in that white rush,
        But feel the strange heart beating where it lies? 
               A shudder in the loins engenders there 
            The broken wall, the burning roof and tower 
         And Agamemnon dead. 
                                          Being so caught up, 
            So mastered by the brute blood of the air, 
            Did she put on his knowledge with his power 
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